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AsSESSMENT

Balancing Assessment in a Tumultuous
Sea of Accountability
Part 1
BY GWENDOLYN

GRAHAM

Research in the field of literacy assessment is evolving. For many educators, the research seems unclear; for
others it is an elusive path as an apparent tsunami of assessment inundates educators. As Broadfoot states,
"In a learning society, everyone will need to become, and remain, committed to learning. If assessment potentially represents the key to achieving this, it also currently represents the biggest single stumbling block"
(Broadfoot, 2002, p. 6). For these reasons, this two-part article sounds the call for balanced assessment. Part
1 will address the current state of assessment and identify key problems to be addressed. Part 2 will focus on
key findings from selected research, highlight the anticipated benefits of more balanced assessment, and make
recommendations for an action plan.
The degree to which assessment is used to make
sound instructional decisions and guide educational
policies is dependent upon good assessment practices
and significant curricular standards. What is known
is that student performance, as judged by assessments, is related to instructional decisions and that
research on school reform cites the use of data and
results that are aligned to a plan.

Literacy Assessment/
Assessment Literacy
It is important to distinguish literacy assessment
from assessment literacy. Literacy assessment
involves tools and analytical skills for monitoring,
evaluating, and decision-making regarding the
literacy progress of students. Assessment literacy
is based on the tenets of assessment principles that
include validity (Is the assessment measuring what
it says it is measuring?) and reliability (Are the
results consistent from test administration to test
administration?). Assessment literacy also involves
the use of instruments that are measuring standards
that are valued and producing data that is sound.
The principles of assessment literacy are essential to
good literacy assessment.

Goals of Assessment
There are multiple goals of assessment such as the
following:
the classroom teacher needs to assess to deter-
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mine the student's understanding of a passage;
a parent relies on assessments to monitor his/
her child's learning progress;
a principal uses assessment to gauge the progress of learning in classrooms and in the school
as a whole;
a superintendent uses assessment to monitor the quality and amount of learning in the
district;
-a curriculum director uses assessments to
evaluate the attainment of the curriculum.
How do assessments fulfill the needs and answer
the questions of all who are involved in educating
children? Consider this chart (Figure 1 [page 49]) as
a visual model of the questions and constituencies
linked to literacy assessment.
Assessment is a complex and dynamic system.
Certainly no single assessment can meet every need.
As needs vary, so may the assessment instrument.
The information needed by the consumer influences
the decisions about what is to be assessed and which
assessment tools or methods to employ. These are
not small matters, particularly when considering
how assessment information may be used. The level
of knowledge of the consumer affects the choice of
assessment tool and interpretation of the results,
which in turn affects instructional and policy decisions.
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Figure 1
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The Evolution of Excellence
in Assessment
The evolution of assessment in the United States
over the past five decades has led to strongly
held views that school improvement requires the
articulation of higher achievement standards, the
transformation of those expectations into rigorous assessments, and the expectation of educator
accountability (in the form of test scores) for student
achievement. Standards, then, frame accepted or
valued definitions of academic success. Accountability compels attention to these standards as educators plan and deliver instruction in the classroom.
Assessment provides the evidence of success on the
part of students, teachers, and the system. As a
nation, we became convinced that the path to school
improvement is best paved with frequent and intense
standardized testing, but this path has not resulted
in the gains so dearly sought.
We, as educators, as parents, as citizens, as policy
makers, rely on high-stakes assessments to tell us
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how much students have learned, whether standards
are being met, and whether educators have done
the job they were hired to do. Such assessments of
learning have been the norm throughout the U.S.
for decades. Standardized college admissions tests
were instituted in the early decades of the last
century and this use of testing continues essentially
unchanged today. These tests are not used merely
for college admission. The aggregated scores are also
used to rank states' educational achievement.
In the current environment, assessment is focusing
primarily on summative, large-scale assessments.
National policy requires testing in order to conduct
grade-by-grade monitoring. Such tests are costly,
removed from the classroom, and may not align well
to all that is valued in teaching and learning. Schools
are judged by the performance on these large-scale
assessments as reported in Annual Yearly Progress
reports and graded on School Report Cards. This
emphasis on large-scale assessments is evident in
Michigan with the standards-based Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP), the Michigan
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Merit Exam (MME), and norm-referenced assessments.
Not all students approach standardized testing the
same way. Some students approach tests with a
strong personal academic history and an expectation
of success. Others approach tests with a personal
history and expectation of very painful failure. As a
result, high-stakes assessment enhances the learning of some while discouraging others causing them
to give up. Over reliance on standardized tests may
result in an incomplete or inaccurate picture of what
students have learned.
The intensive focus on large-scale assessments
has not produced the desired results. So, what's
missing from the reform policies? In all too many
instances, assessment that is closest to the learner
has been set aside due to lack of time and professional knowledge. The multi-dimensionality of
learners and learning is not acknowledged in the
present assessment system. A counter-balance to
large scale testing is urgently needed. Honest and
open communication about the achievements, or
lack thereof, of all students is necessary. Sound
instructional decisions and information to guide
educational policies are dependent upon balanced
and high quality assessment practices. Including
standardized assessment within a framework that
measures achievement on a continuum addressing
standards and capturing cognitive dimensionality
would provide that balance. I believe large-scale
assessments must be balanced with assessments
that are closer to the student and the teacher. It
is the ongoing assessment in the classroom that,
if well crafted, will have the greatest impact on
student achievement.

The Problems
There are several problems that are challenging.
One problem is that tests, ostensibly developed to
"leave no student behind," are in fact causing major
segments of our student population to be left behind.
These tests cause many to give up in hopelessnessjust the opposite effect from that which policy makers intended. Students suffer because these once-ayear tests are incapable of providing teachers with
the moment-to-moment and day-to-day information
about student achievement.
The second problem is that teachers are unable to
gather or effectively use dependable information
on student achievement because of the drain on
resources needed to conduct excessive standardized
testing. There are no resources left to train teachers
to create and conduct appropriate classroom assessments.
Resources are also lacking to train district and building administrators to develop assessment plans that
balance standardized tests and classroom assessments. As a result of these chronic, long-standing
problems, classrooms, school buildings and districts,
states, and national assessment systems continue to
struggle with helping all students be successful in
their educational experience.
What might we do to address these problems? What
does the research tell us about effective assessment?
How might we respond to the need for more balanced
assessment?
Part 2 [in the fall MRJ] will answer these questions
by focusing on key findings from selected research,
highlighting the anticipated benefits of more balanced assessment for all stakeholders, and offering
recommendations for an action plan.
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